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W  hat do book pirates steal? Unlike buccaneers who plunder treasure from travelers, pirates of the press 
seize reprinting rights from other publishers.  
In the prehistory of copyright, printers and booksellers 
sometimes navigated the dangerous waters of intellectual 
property by selling popular titles under false pretenses. 
In the British Isles, pirates operated even though 
London’s Worshipful Company of Stationers tried to 
closely guard booksellers’ privileges to print, known 
as ‘copies.’ Raids on the English book trade escalated 
until 1709, when a royal statute rescued writers and 
printers by arguing that ‘copyright’ accrued always from 
a work to its author. The 1709 Copyright Act became a 
landmark in literary history and international property 
law, although it never entirely stopped piracy, especially 
across regional and national boundaries. The problem 
resurfaces today: as global media companies amass rights 
formerly held by authors, book pirates trawl digital seas.
Our exhibition sails the trade routes of early modern 
England and beyond, exploring the colorful lives of 
certain nefarious booksellers, the various means of 
identifying piracies, and the lasting impact of piracy on 
literary authorship and intellectual property law.  
This journey begins on the Continent at the beginning 
of the sixteenth century, when French printers imitated 
the beautiful Venetian imprints of Aldus Manutius, 
using counterfeits of his typefaces to produce Europe’s 
first print piracies. We then see such sharp practices 
imitated by London publisher John Wolfe, who sells 
Italian titles under false imprints to buyers in England 
and on the Continent. Lord Burghley, spymaster and 
chief advisor to Queen Elizabeth, used Wolfe to spread 
political propaganda throughout Europe.
By the early seventeenth century, English publishers are 
pirating books by English authors; at least one of them 
a pirate himself.  Printers Thomas Pavier and William 
Jaggard deliberately reprinted a series of Shakespearean 
plays under false imprints, confirming the playwright’s 
rising value.  
Ironically, a few years later Jaggard produces the 
monumental First Folio of Shakespeare, with each of the 
thirty-six plays acquired legitimately. Many of the plays 
were transcribed from manuscripts by scrivener Ralph 
Crane, whom we also find here copying out manuscripts 
of an early dictionary of nautical terms written by 
sometime real-life pirate Henry Manwayring. John 
Milton, too, sailed close to the wind by publishing his 
own work without authority, and then becoming a censor 
of others’ works in the turbulent times of the English 
Civil War.  
After reviewing the high points of English book-trade 
legislation, we end up at the Copyright Act of 1709.  
Yet piracy is unstemmed; by the late eighteenth century, 
the caricaturist known as ‘Tim Bobbin’ sketched a “rap 
at the pyrates” all over Great Britain who had sold eight 
different knockoff editions of his best-selling book on 
Lancashire local color. In the end, no single law could  hold 
unscrupulous characters from the high seas of bookselling.
DESCRIPTION OF “FRATRES IN MALO:  
OR TIM BOBBIN’S RAP AT THE PYRATES”
In this cartoon and poem, John Collier delineates  
two “human passions:” the greed of book pirates, shown 
parading out of a book shop with their ill-gotten 
bundles of printed pages, and the grief of the legitimate 
author, in the upper right-hand corner, headed for bed 
in frustration. That pirated author is Collier himself, 
whose first great success as a humor writer,  
A View of the Lancashire Dialect, or, Tummus and Mary, 
after debuting in 1746, was pirated by publishers 
all over Great Britain. Collier's complaint indicates 
how openly book pirates functioned even after the 
Copyright Act of 1709. Here, the names of the culprits 
are legible on the packages, while miniature figures of 
the country folk “Tummus” and “Meary” appear on the 
back of the pirate at center front.
Special thanks to: Walter Wilson, Angela Waarala,  
J. P. Goguen, Jack Maples, Cher Schneider,  
Henry Hébert, Valerie Hotchkiss, and Dennis Sears. 
© 2015, The Rare Book & Manuscript Library,  
The Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois 
LIST OF ITEMS 
ALDUS MANUTIUS AND JOHN WOLFE
[1] Juvenal and Persius. Satires. Venice: Aldus Manutius, 
August 1501. IUA07360
[2] Juvenal and Persius. Satires. [Lyon: Balthasar de 
Gabiano, ca. 1504] IUA07361
[3] Niccolò Machiavelli. Il prencipe. Palermo  
[i.e. London]: Appresso gli heredi d’Antoniello degli 
Antonielli [i.e. John Wolfe], 1584.  
853M18 Od1584
[4] Giambattista della Porta. De furtivis literarum notis. 
[London]: Cum privilegio Neapoli, apud Ioa. Mariam 
Scotum [ie. John Wolfe], 1563 [i.e. 1591]  
Baldwin 3310 and Baldwin 3311
[5] Giambattista della Porta. De furtivis literarum notis. 
Naples: Apud Ioa. Mariam Scotum, 1563.  
001.5436 P83d
[6] Georg Willer. Collectio in unum corpus omnium 
librorum hebraeorum, graecorum, latinorum necnon 
germanicè, italicè, gallicè, & hispanicè scriptorum.  
Frankfurt am Main: Ex officina typographica Nicolai 
Bassaei, 1592. IUA00946 
SHAKESPEARE AND THE ‘PAVIER’ QUARTOS 
[7] William Shakespeare. The excellent history of the 
merchant of Venice. [London]: Printed by J. Roberts  
[i.e. by William Jaggard for Thomas Pavier], 1600,  
[i.e. 1619] 822.33 P3 1619 
[8] A Yorkshire tragedie. Not so new, as lamentable and true. 
[London]: Printed [by William Jaggard] for T[homas] 
P[avier], 1619. IUA13306
 
[9] William Shakespeare. Mr. William Shakespear's comedies, 
histories, and tragedies. London: Printed for H. Herringman, 
E. Brewster, and R. Bentley, 1685. IUQ00008 
PLAGIARIZING A PIRATE 
[10] Henry Manwayring. A briefe abstract, exposition, and 
demonstration of all termes, parts, and things belonging to a 
shippe and the practick of navigation. [England, 1626] 
Pre-1650 MS 0211
[11] Charles Johnson. A general history of the pyrates, from 
their f irst rise and settlement in the island of Providence, to 
the present time. London: Printed for, and sold by  
T. Warner, 1724. 823 D36G 1724a
[12] Charles Johnson. General history of the robberies and 
murders of the most notorious pirates. London: George 
Routledge & Sons, 1926. IUA15098 
REGULATING PRINT IN ENGLAND
[13] Church of England. Injunctions given by the Queenes 
Majestie, Anno Dom[ini] 1559: The first yeere of the raigne of 
our Soveraign Lady Queene Elizabeth. [London: Printed by 
assignment of Robert Barker, 1600] IUA02844
[14] England and Wales. Court of Star Chamber.  
A Decree of Starre-Chamber concerning printing. Made the 
eleventh day of July last past. London: Robert Barker, printer, and 
by the assignes of John Bill, 1637. 343.420998 G798d
[15] England and Wales. Parliament. An order of the Lords 
and Commons assembled in Parliament. For the regulating 
of printing, and for suppressing the great late abuses and 
frequent disorders in printing many false, scandalous, 
seditious, libellous and unlicensed pamphlets, to the great 
defamation of religion and government. London: Printed 
for J. Wright, 16 June 1643. 343.420998 En342o 1643
JOHN MILTON AND WILLIAM PRYNNE
[16] Charles II, King of England. By the King.  
A proclamation for calling in, and suppressing of two books 
written by John Milton; the one intituled, Johannis Miltoni 
Angli pro populo Anglicano defensio, contra Claudii 
Anonymi aliàs Salmasii, Defensionem regiam; and the 
other in answer to a book intituled, The pourtraicture of His 
Sacred Majesty in his solitude and sufferings. And also a 
third book intituled, The obstructors of justice, written by 
John Goodwin. London: John Bill and Christopher Barker, 
printers, 1660. IUZ00005
[17] John Milton. Ioannis MiltonI Angli pro populo 
Anglicano defensio, contra Claudii Anonymi, aliàs Salmasii, 
Defensionem regiam. London [i.e. Amsterdam]: Typis du 
Gardianis [i.e. Elzevir], 1651. 821M64 P23 1651⁶ cop.2
[18] [Warrant to search the study and chamber of 
William Prynne in Lincoln's Inn, London, 1650 June 25] 
Pre-1650 MS 0168
[19] William Prynne. The humble petition of William 
Prynne, late exile and close prisoner in the Isle of Jersey. 
[England, c.1640-1646]  
Pre-1650 MS 0190 
DETECTING AND DOCUMENTING PIRACY 
[20] Katherine Philips. Poems.  London: Printed by 
J[ohn] G[rismond] for Rich. Marriott, 1664. 821 P53p
[21] Katherine Philips. Poems. London: Printed by J[ohn] 
M[acock] for H. Herringman, 1667. 821 P53p 1667
[22] John Suckling. Fragmenta aurea. London: Printed 
for Humphrey Moseley, 1658. 821 Su1 1658
[23] The wits, or, Sport upon sport. In select pieces of drollery, 
digested into scenes by way of dialogue. London: Printed for 
Henry Marsh, 1662. 822.08 W782
COPYRIGHT ACT OF 1709 AND AFTERMATH
[24] Great Britain. An act for the encouragement of 
learning, by vesting the copies of printed books in the 
authors or purchasers of such copies, during the times therein 
mentioned. [London: Printed by the assigns of Thomas 
Newcomb, and Henry Hills, deceas’d, 1710]  
Q. 655.642 G798a
[25] Tim Bobbin, pseudonym of John Collier.  
Human passions delineated in above 120 figures, droll, 
satyrical, and humourous. Manchester: Printed and 
published by John Heywood, 1773. Q. 741 C693h
